species will again halve by the end of the century. Although extinction cycles are no stranger to this planet, this sixth iteration is unique in that is being driven primarily by human consumption. It has been claimed that in order to sustain our current level of consumption, we would need a planet 1.5-2 times the size of the one we currently inhabit.
It is easy to dismiss our individual responsibility as stewards of this planet. New modes of thinking about and approaching conservation at a local level must be developed in order to stave off the impending destruction of any and all species. Our own future as a species is inexorably linked to the success of the ecosystems we inhabit; their success, too, is bound to the species that sustain them. While this essay may not offer any meaningful solutions to an impending cataclysm, it is my hope that it will at the very least elicit a desire to amend the way we think about animals, nature, and the urgent responsibility we need to take for our planet in order for both our species and the Earth's other inhabitants to endure. 
THE ANTHROPOCENE
While it could be argued that the ecological detriments that humankind has wrought upon Earth far predate the industrial revolution, it has in recent years become impossible to ignore the lasting impact which we as a species are impressing upon this planet. Earth has experienced at least five major extinction events in its past. The current epoch we find ourselves thrust in to has not yet attained the status of the worst of these extinction events, and there are still dissenting opinions among scientists regarding what really denotes the end of one period and the beginning of the next. Yet, magnitude of change is not the only metric which many scientists find so alarming about the current state of affairs. Velocity and acceleration, however, become increasingly distressing when considered. Climate is shifting more rapidly than it ever has in the past, and CO2 emissions continue to climb. Meanwhile the oceans, not yet pumped completely full of human waste, acidify. Forest and prairie are cleared for crops and cattle intended exclusively for human benefit. Droves of diverse species disappear from the earth, never to return.
Man is changing the course of life on this planet in a way that a single species has never before. Naming such a concept, which has proven as difficult as finding the tether where its trajectory first began, is simultaneously problematic and necessary. The wide array of issues it hopes to encapsulate is at first overwhelming, but as Jedediah Purdy states in After Nature: A Politics for the Anthropocene, "The Anthropocene has to be named before people can try to take responsibility for it." "Anthropocene" isn't a word I enjoy throwing around. It serves as a vague, scattershot accusation aimed at us all, enabling none of us to feel obligated to ease the burden we are faced with. "Anthropocene" is also a novel idea, developed at the turn of the millennium, which seems unjustly specific to those alive today, despite a shared blame with generations of others whom have imposed their will on this biosphere. It's a catchall for issues that are so incredibly varied and nuanced that it loses its potency. But Purdy is correct in the necessity of naming the looming terror that must be reckoned with; naming it in such a way that accounts for human influence is equally necessary. The words "climate change"
give the climate more agency than we have allowed it since we began pumping fossil fuels into the atmosphere during the industrial revolution. Temperatures can no longer be misconstrued as rising of their own volition. There is a built-in delay to the system we are tampering with which has allowed the earth to rebound from previous ecological catastrophes. Unfortunately, this also means that we have not yet realized the full impact of past errors. The dramatic surges in resource consumption, the systematic dismantling of the natural environment, and our general carelessness in managing, or rather mismanaging, the planet are now all coming home to roost at a rate that is not sustainable. Past grievances must be reconciled, and new policies adopted if humankind hopes to continue to inhabit the single planet that we are aware of that sustains life as we now know it. As the pendulum shoved forth by the sins of our fathers begins to swing back, drastic measures must be taken to slow it's return and dampen the blow. The hubris of human enterprise that continues to drive dramatic shifts in climate and steep losses in biodiversity encircles each and every one of us. While we may not have been a part of the worst generation, our collective actions in these next few decades might ensure that we were part of one of the very last.
TETHERS
Children so often become enamored with animals from a considerably early age.
Animals have a way of captivating human interest, from the domesticated pets we keep in our homes to the monuments, both living zoos and natural history museums, we erect in their honor. They have a longstanding importance in the scope of human history, be it as religious archetypes or merely that of curiosities studied by scholars and amateurs alike.
Nature, or what we so freely refer to as nature, piqued my interest at a young age; an interest that has not since waned as I enter in to my thirties. I was fortunate enough to have parents who fostered this curiosity of mine; supplying me with animal atlas books, Animal Fact File flash cards, Ranger Rick subscriptions, and frequent visits to zoos and natural history museums.
I was funneled through a Catholic education system in to my late teen years which I felt and feel no nostalgia for or relationship to, to this day. It was not until my early twenties when I started taking extended backpacking trips with two of my best friends that I felt any sort of attachment to this world and the organisms that inhabit it. A staunch atheist, or at least firm agnostic, from the age of nine, these first few road trips were incredibly formative for me. They served as a sort of "come to god" moment in my life which had otherwise been occupied with nihilism and depression. This summer will be our tenth extended outing into the American 'wilderness.' It would be dishonest or at least narrow minded to purport that things in America's national parks have changed significantly in such a short amount of time.
What is more plausible is that I have become more acutely aware of how people interact with the spaces we have, as a society, designated as nature. As if it were not enough to take for granted and abuse the spaces which we inhabit on a daily basis, we then caravan this predisposition for consumption and destruction over our manufactured altars that were idealistically delegated a bastion of the natural world.
With this deep-seated interest in mind, it is difficult to avoid cynicism. I feel a responsibility toward these places and the plants and animals that cannot vie for their own importance. It would be ignorant to suggest a return to a more primitive lifestyle would remedy our contentious relationship with nature. Nature is a human convention which arrived at precisely the moment the human species escaped the throes of a competitive food chain which all other species are subject to. Despite homo sapiens achieving apex predator status, we are still bound to the systems we have decided are beneath human interest; considering their wants and needs impedes some ideal notion of progress to which we have acceded. Yet, we are still woefully susceptible to a cascading system collapse once we have plundered the world for its resources beyond the point it can right itself, as it has done for so many thousands of years. Here, magnitude is the issue. Forests are being mowed down and replaced with crops and livestock for human consumption, for affordable tract housing and soon to be vacant strip malls, thereby evicting other species from their homes and eventually jettisoning them from this existence entirely. Acknowledging our participation and inclusion under the concept we refer to as nature is one of the most necessary initial steps in changing our thought processes and the behaviors they encourage. Nature will have a future on earth; some plants and animals will have a future here. Unfortunately, ours is the generation who has to decide, or is at least cognizant of the compulsory crossroads we have arrived at, if we want to be a part of that future.
ANIMAL
A vast majority of the work I have made over the last eight years has centered around animals. More specifically, the bulk of it grapples with how human consumption negatively impacts other species. It might seem more fitting to deal with waste and with deforestation or pollution, than dealing directly with subject matter that is easily and frequently misconstrued as pastoral or romanticized. As mentioned previously, I believe there is an inherent magnetism in observing and investigating animals that develops at a very early age, and for many this interest persists well into adulthood. Why do animal emotions and suffering seem to elicit a response that so frequently supersedes any physiological response to human tragedy?
Animal populations aren't necessarily the most important factor influencing the sustainability of every given environment. The emotional and often sympathetic response that animals have the capacity to elicit is why I choose to focus primarily on them. In Jon voted to kill the polar bear.'" The Endangered Species Act may say that we, as a nation, are devoted to preventing the extinction of any more species. Bu we also know that we can't realistically save everything. And no one cried for the lined pocketbook 2 I hope that on some level my work is successful enough to be accused of being this manipulative. This would mean two things: that it is eliciting an emotional response from the viewer because they do inherently care about animals, and that they feel implicated as being complicit in the problem. Heavy-handed activist art has the tendency to create a conversation with a presupposition of guilt. This type of discourse has the potential to cause people to shut down and wall off. I'm more interested in luring an audience in with beauty to foster this conversation than I am in letting viewers depart feeling insulted or slighted.
Communicating the urgency I feel about these issues while maintaining the soft push I believe is required to actually reach someone is a balancing act. Real change happens with small asks in tiny increments. Too large of a request creates an argument instead of a conversation; it can completely polarize the conversation. Utilizing animals, a concept with the potential to be universally relatable, as a springboard to facilitate this conversation ideally accomplishes two things: luring an audience in and eliciting a sympathetic response that can and should lead to a shift in priorities or at least how species or environment are considered.
RESPOSIBILTY: THE BY-STANDER EFFECT & EXOTIFICATION
There are a variety of reasons why we have arrived in our current Anthropocene.
Here, I would like to address the two that need the biggest adjustments if any progress is to be made in the way of modifying how we think about and act towards the natural world.
The two seem bound in a positive feedback loop that perpetuates itself in a globalized world; one where we have access to nearly every news article published concerning environmental catastrophe.
First, let's discuss why so few citizens wish to entertain the idea of taking action or responsibility for the issues ahead of us. Our globalized news circuits offer anyone with a Wi-Fi connection access to the calamities that seem to be happening concurrently around the world. This, in turn, allows us to shirk responsibility with the assumption that, because the global consciousness is aware of the problem, it is being handled by the proper authorities. Diffusion of responsibility, or more specifically the by-stander effect, is a concept developed by social psychologists in the late 1960's to help explain the negative correlation between the number of spectators and the likelihood of one offering assistance to a given victim; as the number of witnesses to a person in peril increases, the less probable it becomes that anyone will step forward to offer assistance. Most famously, this phenomenon was demonstrated through a case study of the murder of Kitty Genovese in 1964. Genovese was brutally murdered in the early morning hours of her crowded Brooklyn neighborhood. Nearly 50 witnesses were within earshot of the incident; not a single witness contacted the police.
While this might seem an extreme example, this case study has had far reaching implications that have been used to explain human behavior under a wide variety of circumstances.
Dynamics in Responsible Behavior in Search of Mechanisms for Coping with Responsibility, an essay published in a 2003 Journal of Business Ethics, touches on the controversy:
The diffusion of perceived personal responsibility can affect our willingness to help others, and to behave in accordance with high moral standards. This was the mental mechanism proposed by Latane and Darley (1970) to explain the fact that a young woman, Kitty Genovese, was stabbed to death while the many eyewitnesses did not even call the police. Bystanders often demonstrate such "buck passing" behavior, especially when there are many other bystanders present. Unresponsive bystanders often "explain" their apathy by claiming that they thought others had already tried to help, or that other persons were in a far better position to offer help. This "explanation", just like the diffusion of responsibility, functions as a mechanism to reduce the cognitive dissonance between the norm "I should help" and the perception of the actual non-helping behavior. The theory of cognitive dissonance (Festinger) argues that cognitive dissonance, i.e. the existence of "non-fitting" relationships among cognitive elements, creates pressures to reduce dissonance.
Dissonance reduction may be achieved by changes in cognitions, behaviors, or by selective exposure to new information.
is it that minimal action, if any is being taken to prevent the rapid reduction in life? Perhaps our access to this information, coupled with the knowledge that millions of others are also aware of it, allows us to sidestep any sort of meaningful self-evaluation.
Lastly, the issue of exotification must be addressed. Much of the news we are bombarded with is not happening in our own backyards. As I write this, I have learned that the last male white rhinoceros has been euthanized due to health complications; likely the final nail in the coffin of his species. I struggle to find any action I personally could have taken to prevent the failure of this particular megafauna. These issues, of course, have far reaching causation that exceed a mere choice. We did not choose to extinguish a particular species for any specific reason, but the accumulation of all human choices has culminated in this moment. The issue here becomes a fascination with the exotic. These animals in far off lands have all the magnetism and distance of our polar bear. Their extinction seems neither our fault or responsibility. It is easy to point fingers in scenarios such as this, but do people participating in the ivory trade or the bush meat industry hold any animosity towards charismatic megafauna? I am doubtful. Perhaps the economic systems in place needs tweaking; some alterations that would adjust the disparity in wealth that causes impoverished people to resort to monstrous actions out of self-preservation, an instinct present in most every animal, humans being no exception. These are complex issues without simple solutions. Global warming, climate change, deforestation, ocean acidification, mass extinction -what can one unit of life do in these unfathomable situations that will have any lasting impact? We only have control over ourselves and the actions we make at home.
Fetishizing nature, exotifying it as a far-off idea does its preservation no service. In his essay, "The Trouble with Wilderness; or, Getting Back to the Wrong Nature", William Cronon argues that any way of looking at natures that might suggest our exemption from it only encourages environmentally irresponsible behavior. Escaping this mental loop of othering the natural world from ourselves as a species is one of the most crucial components concerning effective eco-activism:
If the core problem of wilderness is that it distances us too much from the very things it teaches us to value, then the question we must ask is what it can tell us about home, the place where we actually live. How can we take the positive values we associate with wilderness and bring them closer to home? I think the answer to this question will come by broadening our sense of the otherness that wilderness seeks to define and protect. In reminding us of the world we did not make, wilderness can teach profound feelings of humility and respect as we confront our fellow beings and the earth itself. Feelings like these argue for the importance of selfawareness and self-criticism as we exercise our own ability to transform the world around us, helping us set responsible limits to human mastery-which without such limits too easily be comes human hubris. 4 This is not to suggest that we are completely impotent in our environmentalism as it extends beyond our neighborhood. Globalism is a double-edged sword. While the internet and mass communication systems offer us an easy out with regard to responsibility, they too offer opportunities for crowd sourcing, and novel ways of mobilizing people and information; scientific data regarding climate change was not available during the industrial revolution.
What Cronon suggests is that we are most effective where we are able to make the highest frequency of meaningful decisions. We may not all have the exotic megafauna of Africa immediately available to us, but species collapse is happening around us; deforestation and climate change are at our doorstep. 
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